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The 1980s were a period of revival of another kind for cinematography 
in China. This cinematography was the depiction of Nanjing massacres which flooded 
the screen via a changing PRC political agenda that provided this “humiliation” with a 
historical-political value by sanctifying it as a “National martyrdom”. This 
cinematography produced movies with nationalist and propagandist trends, a 
genuinely jingoistic depiction demonizing Japanese and victimizing the Chinese 
nation. 
 
2009, Lu Chuan, a young director, with his new movie Nanjing! Nanjing! 
(City Of Life And Death) comes to recount the holocaust of Nanjing in a different 
light. It breaks the old tradition of Nanjing cinematic depiction by “humanizing” the 
enemy. He has been the butt of harsh criticism from the ultra-nationalists who see his 
third long feature film as a pro-Japanese movie.  Our study focuses on the study of 
collective memory conveyed by the movie and the criticisms of the audience 
generated by its content. 
 
By screening images taken in black and white, it inspires a dark and 
gloomy time in history of this martyred city, the movie depicts horror in all its fullness, 
a holocaust suffered by the Chinese people, both civilians and Chinese POWs. As a 
docudrama, this movie is an element that nurtures and sustains Chinese collective 
memory. It is a true medium by which people can reflect on its painful past. 
 
Viewing the movie has had some effects. The director had hoped for a 
new perception of the Nanjing massacre but his movie has been overwhelmed by an 
unprecedented outpouring of criticism both against and for the movie. These 
criticisms contain various nationalist ideologies. Thus this nationalism can line up in 
various ranges and has labeled the movie on with differing tendencies: a propagandist 
nationalist movie, historical and victimization movie without forgetting its new-liberal 
and humanistic dimension. While these comments are in favor of the movie, there are 
who are completely against it. This ultra-nationalist faction criticizes the director to be 
pro-Japanese, and in some occasions have had death threats against him. This movie 
is a good occasion to probe the Chinese collective memory about the Nanjing 
massacres and to evaluate the weight of Chinese nationalism around a martyred 
country. 
 

























































Table of content  
iii 
 
Table of Contents 
Abstract .............................................................................................................................................. i 
摘要 .................................................................................................................................................. ii 
Table of Contents ............................................................................................................................. iii 
List of figures ................................................................................................................................... vi 
List of tables..................................................................................................................................... ix 
Abbreviation ..................................................................................................................................... x 
Chapter 1: GENERAL INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................1 
1.1. Background of the study ....................................................................................................1 
1.2. Literature review ................................................................................................................1 
1.3. Statement of the problem and the objectives of the study..................................................4 
1.4. Hypotheses .........................................................................................................................5 
1.5. Research methodology .......................................................................................................5 
1.6. Research design..................................................................................................................6 
Chapter 2: THE MOVIE DESCRIPTION ........................................................................................7 
2.1. The movie presentation ..............................................................................................................7 
2.2. The synopsis of the movie..........................................................................................................8 
2.2.1. The mass killing ..............................................................................................................8 
2.2.2. The raping .......................................................................................................................8 
.3. The looting ...........................................................................................................................8 






2.3.1.5. Scene / sequence ................................................................................................10 
2.3.1.6. Cinematography .................................................................................................10 
2.3.1.7. Genres ................................................................................................................10 



























Table of content  
iv 
 
2.3.5.1. Liu Ye as Lu Jianxiong.......................................................................................18 
2.3.5.2. Hideo Nakaizumi as Masawo Kadokawa...........................................................19 
2.3.5.3. Yuko Miyamoto as Yuriko..................................................................................21 
2.3.5.4. Ryu Kohata as Ida ..............................................................................................22 
2.3.5.5. Fan Wei as Mr. Tang...........................................................................................23 
2.3.5.6. Qin Lan As Mrs. Tang ........................................................................................26 
2.3.5.7. Jiang Yiyan as Xiao Jiang alias May ..................................................................27 
2.3.5.8. Gao Yuan Yuan as Jiang Shuyun ........................................................................29 
2.3.5.9. Di Yao as Tang Xiaomei.....................................................................................31 
2.3.5.10. Zhao Yisui as Shunzi........................................................................................32 
2.3.5.11. Liu Bin as Xiao Douzi......................................................................................32 
2.3.5.12. John Paisley as John Rabe................................................................................33 
2.3.5.13. Beverly Peckous as Minnie Vautrin .................................................................34 
2.3.5.14. Sam Voutas as Durbin (You Sima) ...................................................................35 
2.3.5.15. Junichi Kajioka as Tomita ................................................................................35 
2.4. The analysis of external elements of the movie .......................................................................36 
2.4.1. The film production ......................................................................................................36 
2.4.1.1. Production companies ........................................................................................36 
2.4.1.2. Producer: Lu Chuan ...........................................................................................37 
2.4.1.3. Censorship or self-censorship ............................................................................37 
2.4.2. The production period ...................................................................................................38 
2.4.2.1. National commemoration of the sixtieth anniversary of the communist 
revolution ........................................................................................................................38 
2.4.2.2. Japanese revisionism ..........................................................................................39 
Chapter 3: THE MARTYRED NATION AND COLLECTIVE MEMORY ISSUE.......................40 
3.1. Nanjing under Japanese assault and conquest in motion pictures from the movie versus the 
archival pictures ..............................................................................................................................40 
3.1.1. The assault and conquest of Nanjing.............................................................................41 
3.1.2. The victory ....................................................................................................................42 
3.1.3. The defeat of Chinese resistance...................................................................................43 
3.2. Six weeks of terror during the Japanese occupation immortalized by the movie pictures.......46 
3.2.1. The killing .....................................................................................................................47 
3.2.1.1. The mass execution ............................................................................................48 
3.2.1.2. The bayoneting...................................................................................................52 
3.2.1.3. The “Bushido”....................................................................................................53 
3.2.1.4. The burial of living people .................................................................................55 
3.2.1.5. The arson death ..................................................................................................57 
3.2.2. The rape ........................................................................................................................58 
3.2.2.1. The “women hunt” for rape................................................................................58 
3.3.3.2. The comfort women ...........................................................................................61 
3.2.2.3. Child and elder sexual abuse ..............................................................................61 
3.2.2.4. The indecent assault against Chinese women ....................................................62 
3.2.3. Looting ..........................................................................................................................64 













Table of content  
v 
 
3.3.1. John Rabe and the NSZ.................................................................................................67 
3.3.2. The NSZ: An Asylum to shelter civilian population .....................................................68 
3.4. The Japanese celebration of victory over China ......................................................................72 
3.4.1. The homage paid to Japanese fallen soldiers in Nanjing war .......................................72 
3.4.2. A procession of victory .................................................................................................73 
Chapter 4: THE EXALTED NATIONALISM IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA............................76 
4.1. A nationalist propaganda movie ...............................................................................................76 
4.1.1. A “zhuxuanlu” movie or the main melody movie..........................................................76 
4.1.2. A glorification of national hero .....................................................................................77 
4.1.3. A brainwashing lesson...................................................................................................78 
4.1.4. A bestseller movie for Chinese nationalists...................................................................78 
4.2. The affront to Chinese ultranationalist wing ............................................................................80 
4.2.1. A humiliation that leads to provocation.........................................................................80 
4.2.2. The controversial apologia to praise an enemy who never confess to his crime...........81 
4.2.3. The great infamy of humanizing criminals ...................................................................82 
4.2.4. The failure of the cinematographic art ..........................................................................84 
4.2.5. The ultranationalists cry out for revenge.......................................................................85 
4.2.6. The racial superiority issues ..........................................................................................86 
4.3. The Historic value and victimization expression of the movie ................................................86 
4.3.1. Beyond an epic movie, a narrative History of the past .................................................86 
4.3.2. The History lesson for a better future............................................................................88 
4.3.3. The legacy of the primitive ancestral barbarity.............................................................89 
4.3.4. Nanjing tragedy: a fruit of genetic determinism of a hawkish man ..............................90 
4.3.5. The watchtower to keep an eye on the enemy...............................................................90 
4.3.6. Victimization dimension of the movie ..........................................................................91 
4.4. New-liberal and humanistic movie ..........................................................................................92 
4.4.1. A movie casted in a liberal and humanist mode ............................................................92 
4.4.2. The humanization of the antique Japanese beast soldiers .............................................93 
4.4.3. The inner goodness of human being through an ordeal ................................................93 
4.4.4. The will to bridge a gap between two countries............................................................94 
















                            List of Figures 
vi 
 
List of figures 
Figure 1. Décor (MPFM) ......................................................................................................11 
Figure 2. Lighting (MPFM)..................................................................................................11 
Figure 3. Deep space (MPFM) .............................................................................................12 
Figure 4. Shallow space (MPFM).........................................................................................13 
Figure 5. Frontality (MPFM) ...............................................................................................13 
Figure 6. Off-screen space (MPFM) ....................................................................................14 
Figure 7. The Japanese Imperial Army in full combat uniform (MPFM) .......................15 
Figure 8. The Kuomintang Army(MPFM)..........................................................................15 
Figure 9. Liu Ye as Lu Jianxiong (MPFM) .........................................................................18 
Figure 10. Hideo Nakaizumi as Masawo Kadokawa(MPFM)...........................................19 
Figure 11. Yuko Miyamoto as Yuriko (MPFM) ..................................................................21 
Figure 12. Ryu Kohata as Ida (MPFM)...............................................................................22 
Figure 13. Fan Wei as Mr. Tang (MPFM) ...........................................................................23 
Figure 14. Qin Lan As Mrs. Tang (MPFM) ........................................................................26 
Figure 15. Jiang Yiyan as Xiao Jiang alias May (MPFM) .................................................27 
Figure 16. Gao Yuan Yuan as Jiang Shuyun(MPFM) ........................................................29 
Figure 17. Di Yao as Tang Xiaomei (MPFM) ......................................................................31 
Figure 18 Zhao Yisui as Shunzi (MPFM)............................................................................32 
Figure 19 Liu Bin as Xiao Douzi (MPFM) ..........................................................................32 
Figure 20 John Paisley as John Rabe (MPFM) ..................................................................33 
Figure 21. Beverly Peckous as Minnie Vautrin (MPFM)...................................................34 
Figure 22. Sam Voutas as Durbin (You Sima) (MPFM).....................................................35 
Figure 23. Junichi Kajioka as Tomita (MPFM)..................................................................35 
Figure 24. The assault of Nanjing (MPFM) ........................................................................41 
Figure 25. December 13, Japanese troops attacking the Zhonghua Gate of Nanking a 
defenseless city on that morning (RNUHP) ................................................................41 
Figure 26. The victorious army shouting Banzai (MPFM)................................................42 
Figure 27. Soldiers of Japanese Infantry 20th Regiment, 16th Division celebrate their 
victory atop the destroyed city wall (RNUHP) ...........................................................42 
Figure 28. The street to street war in Nanjing (MPFM) ....................................................43 
Figure 29. A street-by-street attack on civilian (RNUHP) .................................................43 
Figure 30. The randomly killing of innocent civilian (MPFM) .........................................44 
Figure 31. Clockwise from upper left: this group of photo shows a killing in progress 
(RNUHP)........................................................................................................................44 
Figure32. The dead bodies covering Nanjing streets (MPFM)..........................................45 
Figure 33. Bodies of civilian lying on the ground, by the doors of their homes and in the 
streets (RNUHP)............................................................................................................45 
Figure 34 The Japanese Imperial Army protected by masks while using a deadly and 
poison gas in Nanjing (MPFM) ....................................................................................46 
Figure 35. A Japanese CW unit in the battle of Shanghai. The photo demonstrates that 
poison gas was used by Japanese forces even early in the war. The Japanese Society 













                            List of Figures 
vii 
 
gas at 1,241 locations in China during 1937-1945 (RNUHP).....................................46 
Figure 36. The Chinese POWs being taken to Yangtze bank (MPFM) ............................48 
Figure 37. Japanese soldiers escort disarmed and imprisoned Chinese soldiers to the 
city outskirts for mass execution (RNUHP) ................................................................49 
Figure 38. The Chinese POWs forced to face the Yangtze River a short time before the 
execution (MPTM) ........................................................................................................49 
Figure 39. Not knowing what their face would be, the POWs were bound together and 
held on the bank of Yangtze River (RNUHP) .............................................................50 
Figure 40. The Chinese POWs mass execution by a Japanese squad (MPFM) ...............50 
Figure 41. A scene of dead bodies of Chinese POWs (MPFM)..........................................51 
Figure 42. Bodies of civilians and POWs tossed together on the Yangtze River bank 
(RNUHP)........................................................................................................................51 
Figure 43. A death by bayonet (MPFM) ..............................................................................52 
Figure 44. “Live target” (RNUHP) ......................................................................................52 
Figure 45. A death by decapitation (MPFM) ......................................................................53 
Figure 46. A sharp contrast between the anguish of doomed and the smiles of the 
killers-three Japanese officers and a soldier taking part in killing a Chinese captive 
(RNUHP)........................................................................................................................54 
Figure 47. Hanging heads (MPFM) .....................................................................................54 
Figure 48. Severed heads of Nanking citizens (RNUHP) ...................................................55 
Figure 49. Live burial (MPFM) ...........................................................................................56 
Figure 50. Desecration of the tomb of yet live people (MPFM) ........................................56 
Figure 51. A painful death by arson (MPFM) ....................................................................57 
Figure 52. A teenage boy whose head was doused with gasoline and set afire (RNUHP)
.........................................................................................................................................58 
Figure 53. Captive women rounded up by Japanese Imperial Army (MPFM)...............59 
Figure 54. Large groups of Chinese women captured and escorted to places where they 
would be distributed to Japanese troops to be raped. Many of them were killed 
afterwards RNUHP .......................................................................................................59 
Figure 55. A rape in action inside the NSZ against Chinese fugitive (MPFM)................60 
Figure 56. The camera caught this Japanese soldier in the act of rape (RNUHP) ..........60 
Figure 57. in a single file. The Nanjing womankind is heading to a church for a selection 
of comfort women (MPFM)..........................................................................................61 
Figure 58. A teen girl trapped by Japanese soldier (MPFM) ............................................61 
Figure 59. Even elderly women were not spared RNUHP ................................................62 
Figure 60. A corpse of women slaughtered after a rape (MPFM) ....................................63 
Figure 61. A shameless Japanese soldier took a souvenir picture after he committed the 
crime (RNUHP) .............................................................................................................64 
Figure 62. A looting scene of Japanese soldiers (MPFM)..................................................65 
Figure 63. December 15, 1937. Soldiers became shameless looters in broad daylight. 
They used all means of transport to carry their loot, including baby strollers. It 
was common to see soldiers string fifty to two hundred gold rings on their belts 
(RNUHP)........................................................................................................................65 













                            List of Figures 
viii 
 
Figure 65. The harvest of looting (RNUHP) .......................................................................66 
Figure 66. A postcard announcing the establishment of NSZ (MPFM) ...........................67 
Figure 67. A postcard telling the fate of Chinese POWs (MPFM) ...................................68 
Figure 68. A scene when the NSZ is stormed by Japanese soldiers (MPFM) ..................69 
Figure 69. Miss Vautrin slapped by a Japanese soldier during a brutal military 
inspection of a building school sheltering female refugees (MPFM) ........................69 
Figure 70. Japanese Army in the voice of Ida ordering for Chinese comfort women 
(MPFM) .........................................................................................................................70 
Figure 71. The majority of Chinese men were embarked in Japanese Army trucks to the 
city outskirts to be executed during the closing down of the NSZ (MPFM) ............71 
Figure 72. Japanese military trucks returning from transporting POWs to city outskirts 
RNUHP ..........................................................................................................................71 
Figure 73. (Two pictures above) Japanese soldiers paying homage to fallen soldiers 
(MPFM) .........................................................................................................................73 
Figure 74. (Two pictures above)A military parade where they are caring a “shrine”: the 
Dadaiko drum (MPFM)................................................................................................74 














                            List of tables 
ix 
 
List of tables 
Table1. Nanjing cinematic depiction .....................................................................................2 























WWII: World War Two 
POWs: Prisoners Of War 
US: United States (of America) 
CCP: Chinese Communist Party 
NSZ: Nanjing Safety Zone 
RNUHP: The Rape of Nanjing. An Undeniable History in Photographs 
MPFM: Motional Picture From the Movie 
CFGC: China Film Group Corporation 
HKMDB: Hong Kong Movie DataBase 















Chapter1: General Introduction  
1 
 
Chapter 1: GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
1.1. Background of the study  
As the title of the movie suggests, the back ground of the study is a 
historical and political issue that still haunts the Chinese nation: that is the Nanjing 
invasion by Japanese Imperial Army, commonly known as the Nanjing massacre or 
The rape of Nanjing. Now the Capital of Jiangsu Province in Eastern China, Nanjing 
was then the capital of the Republic of China during the second Sino-Japanese war. To 
parade their military supremacy and to bow down the Great neighbor, and after the 
collapse of major Chinese cities such as Shanghai and Beijing, the advance of the 
Japanese should be completed by the triumphant re-entry into the capital of the 
Republic which housed the political center of yesteryear.  The conquered city was 
then the theater of the unimaginable horrors. During that period, hundreds of 
thousands of POWs and civilians were murdered and women were systematically 
raped. The two thousand year-old splendid city of Nanjing was turned in ruins by 
arsons and looting.  
 
This tragedy remains a contentious political issue, since its historical 
interpretation is controversial for both sides. Chinese victims and Japanese invaders, 
especially on the number of victims and the Japanese attitude of revisionism. The 
Nanjing massacres profoundly scared the Chinese consciousness so much that it is 
now an inexhaustible source that inspires the movie industry. Many movies have been 
made about it and the newest and most controversial by its new narrative way is City 
of Life and Death (Nanjing! Nanjing!) directed by Lu Chuan, which has aroused 
strong passions characterized sometimes by exacerbated nationalist sentiment. This 
thesis focuses on the study of collective memory conveyed by the movie and the 
criticisms of the audience generated by its content. 
 
1.2. Literature review 
City of Life and Death (Nanjing! Nanjing!) is a new movie. Only one 
year has passed since it was made so as there is not much literature about it. This 
literature review does not discuss exclusively about the movie but rather about a 
recent cinematography on Nanjing massacre of which Lu Chuan’s movie is the most 
beautiful jewel and the most recent masterpiece among full length docudrama movies 
about the massacre.  
 
The Nanjing massacres came on stage when Chinese cinema entered a 
new era known as “The Fifth generation (1980s-1990s)” and “The Sixth generation 
and beyond, (1990s-present days).”1 It seemed that the Nanjing massacre did not 
                                                              













Chapter1: General Introduction  
2 
 
have anything to attract the attention of moviemakers, and nobody would not have 
any interest related to an event old more than one half-century and which recalls a 
national humiliation.  
 
Many people were concerned about the collective amnesia about the 
Nanjing massacre of the period before the 1980s. As noted by Michael Berry, the 
Nanjing incident had suffered from two handicaps that consigned it to oblivion2 : 
1) The Nanjing massacre was largely marginalized in the west until the 
1997 publication of Iris Chang book “The Rape of Nanjing. The 
Forgotten Holocaust of World War II” 
2) The Nanjing massacre was consistently underplayed in China for 
political reasons. 
 
Finally in mid 1980s, cinematic depictions began to be screened via a 
changing PRC political agenda3. Since then it has been produced by three main film 
industries: Mainland China based companies, Hong Kong and Taiwan companies. 
Later on foreign directors also joined the group. It appears seems that the censorship 
in China has slowed the cinema industry. In People’s Republic of China, the 
production companies are state-owned and fall under the thumb of state propaganda. 
Those of Hong Kong, a former British colony, enjoy a freedom of media in the same 
way Taiwan does. In the short inventory of Nanjing massacre movies listed in the 
table below, we can classify them in chronological order and the origin of their 
directors. The second half of the 1980s until 1995 was a blooming period for 
Mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwanese based movies. Since then, Nanjing has 
repeatedly drawn the attention of moviemakers from the West followed by another 
wave of Chinese based directors including Lu Chuan with his masterpiece Nanjing! 
Nanjing! “City of Life and Death”.  
 
Table1. Nanjing cinematic depiction 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                  
2010). 
2 Berry M. “Cinematic representations of the rape of Nanking.” East Asia Quarterly an International 
Quarterly 19, no. 4 (2001): 85-108. 
3Berry 2001, 85. 
Movie name. Director. Genre. Year & country 







Docudrama 1987  China 
(Mainland China) 
Don't Cry, Nanking Wu Ziniu 
吴子牛 
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